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ABSTRACT

Current policy on the distribution of incomplete
grades designates such grades as indicating postponement of an
examination and/or other assignaent for some sericus reason. The
current policy of converting a grade of incomplete to F after some
stated time interval is open to question. Current university policy
on the automatic conversion of incoaplete grades to P should be
reviewed., This document attempts to bring qualitative thought to bear
upon the use of incomplete as a grade. Only when it is in the serious
pedagogical and curricular interest of our student client should the
grade of incomplete be issued. The student more often than the
professor is the better judge of that interest. Chart 1 shows the
proportion of incomplete grades issued per disciplines, their

distribution being by percentage of incomplete grades awarded.
(Author/KE)
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THE GRADE OF INCOMPLETE: A BRIEF REVIEW AND COMMENT

by

James Steve Counelis+

Incomplete Grades:

In the greening movement of American higher educa-
tion, there is much rhetoric and literature on grading systems.
There aré critics and detractors as well as proponents and
evaluators who have studied this question. On this campus,

grading was discussed in The San Francisco Foghorn (Vol.

LXVI, No. 6, pp. 4-5) of October 1, 1971; and a committee un-

der the Registrar, Mr. C. Jankowske, has been studying it.

More recently, the University Registrar provided
the Reverend Edmond J. Smyth, S.J., Vice President for Academ-
ic Affairs, a frequency distribution of Inc.'grades awarded

in the several disciplines taught during 1972. This frequency

s
s

+Dr. James Steve Counelis is Director of the 0Office
of Institutional Studies and Associate Professor of Education
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distribution of Inc. grrdes was prepared at the request of Fr.
Smyth. The informatioral memorandum, dated August 4, 1972,
was presented by Fr. Smyth to a recent meeting of the Deans

of the several schools and colleges for their information.

Regardless of datal area, frequency distributions
are not interpretable without a reference line, such as the
original question which prompted the collection of data, or
some specific notion of "ought," or some usual empirical cri-
terion. In the present case, the gross total of 1842 Inc.
grades given for this period time is not a meaningful fact in
itself. However, when it is known that 1842 Inc. grades con-
stituted 4.697 of total students in those classes, the rela-
tive proportion provides a more meaningful assertion about the
gross fact of 1842 Inc. grades. See Chart No. 1 for the pro-
portion of Inc. grades issued per discipline for the stated

academic terms.

But even with 4.697% as a statistic, it is not pos-
sible to make a reasonable quantitative assertion as to whether
any of these disciplines are issuing '"too many" or '"too few"

Inc. grades, if the latter be possible.

Chart No. 2 provides a histogram of the 41 disci-
plines, their distribution being by percentage of Inc. grades
awarded. This distributién is approximately normal; the test
being that the ideal normal curve has a mean deviation (MD) =

.797906~. In this case the ideal normal curve with the standard
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deviation of 2.85 would have a MD = 2.27. The calculated MD
from the data is 2.22, which indicates approximate normality,

a curve slightly skewed to the right.

Accepting the premise that those disciplines that

are found to be two or more standard deviations from the mean

as being "exceptional" in distributing Inc. grades, than this

objective measure provides the departments within which these
disciplines are taught an opportunity to reflect upon their
cause. Some reasons might rest in the artifact of the pro-
gram and its calendar. Others might rest upon philosophiéal
prédispositions of departments and faculty members. And oth-
ers might reside in the nature of the learners and their cur-

!

%

1 ricular needs. Whatever the complex of reasons and causes,
i

l sober reflecticn on the nature of the Inc. grades is occa-
i

sioned by Fr. Smyth's original concern.

Current Incomplete Grade Policy:

Current policy on the distribution of Inc. grades

- designates such grades as indicating postponement of an exam-

ination and/or other assignment for some serious reason.

Such a policy is common in all instituticns of higher learming
with which I am acquainted. However, the current policy of
converting Inc. grades to F's after some stated time interval |

is open to some question. Empirically, there is no warrant




for such a policy inasmuch as it reflects an argument from

silence. The objective fact is that an Inc. grade represents
nothing more or igés than incomplete work. No qualitative
grades, viz., A, B, C, D, F, P, and S, can be awarded by a.
professional staff member to the work of a student that is
not available for such qualitative judgment. My belief is
that current university policy on the automatic conversion of
Inc. grades to F should be reviewed, thoroughly. Such a re-
view is required because there does not appear to be any rea-

sonable curricular or pedagogical reason for such a policy to

be continued for long.

My hope for this report is that qualitative thought
be brought to bear upon our use of the Inc. grade. Only when
it is in the serious pedagogical and curricular interest of
our student client should the Inc. grade be issued. And as
for my view, the student more ofien than the professor is the
better judge of that interest. As adults, our student clients
are perfectly able to make their own decisions in this area.
And I anticipate that our students are wise enough to con-
sult with the faculty and the counseling staff about the mer-
its of their decisions in the presence of other possible al-

ternatives.
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